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The moment an elite athlete retires can be as challenging as a tough match. Behind the medals and headlines
often lies a story of retirement shock, loss of daily structure, and a profound shift in personal identity. For
employers, especially within football, the Equality Act 2010 and Acas guidance impose a clear duty to make
reasonable adjustments for employees facing such transitions. But, crucially, this duty hinges on the employer’s
knowledge of the employee’s circumstances.

How do we then move from “what the rule says” to “what happens in practice” when it comes to proving that
knowledge exists? And what can football institutions like Arsenal’s alumni network and the Professional
Footballers’ Association (PFA) teach us about navigating these tricky waters?

What the Rule Says: Duty Requires Knowledge
Acas, the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service, clearly states that an employer’s duty to make reasonable
adjustments in the workplace is triggered when the employer knows, or should reasonably know, about the
employee’s disability or relevant condition. This is echoed in the Equality Act 2010, which obliges employers to
take steps to remove substantial disadvantages connected to the disability, but only once the issue is apparent to
them.

Key points from Acas guidance:

Employers are not expected to guess about disabilities; they must have actual knowledge or reasonable cause
to suspect.

Once aware, there is a legal obligation to explore and implement reasonable adjustments.

The employee is encouraged to disclose their condition and needs, but the onus isn't solely on them if the
employer should have known.

This legal backdrop is straightforward. But practically, especially in high-performance sports, how do you prove an
employer “knew”?

What Happens in Practice: Proving Employer Knowledge
In elite sport, retirement often arrives quickly and unexpectedly. Players live intense, regimented lives where
mental health and identity shifts may be sidelined until it’s too late. When a player retires—or faces career-
impacting injury and mental strain—does the club or employer actually know about these profound changes?

Proving knowledge can come from various sources, including:

Direct disclosure: Did the player tell their manager, coach, or HR about their struggles, needs, or transition
plans?

Medical reports and clinician letters: Clubs often have medical staff who are looped into injuries and
mental health issues. Sharing these reports signals knowledge.

Performance and attendance records: Sudden drops or patterns of absence can indicate issues and trigger
employer action.

Previous adjustments: Past reasonable adjustments or support indicate the employer’s awareness of
barriers.



Third-party involvement: References from organizations like the PFA or the Arsenal alumni network, which
provide post-career welfare checks and support, may be shared with the employer, increasing their
knowledge.

What you won't see in legitimate cases is an employer hiding behind “we didn’t know” when clear signs point
otherwise.

Retirement Shock and Loss of Structure: Hidden Traps for Employers
Players transitioning out of professional football often experience what experts call "retirement shock." Years of
strict routines end abruptly, leaving gaps in daily structure that can erode mental health and a sense of purpose.
The PFA and alumni networks like Arsenal’s have flagged this repeatedly.

Think about it: the problem for employers is that this shock may not be immediately observable in the workplace,
especially where former players take on new roles or outreach commitments. Yet such transition challenges can
constitute a disability under the Equality Act when they limit a major life activity, such as working.

So if an employer is involved in post-retirement engagements or outreach, they must remain alert to signs and
disclosures. Being proactive with welfare checks, like those championed by the PFA, can help confirm knowledge.



Example table – Signs and Evidence of Employer Knowledge

Type of Evidence What it Shows Example from Football Industry Direct Disclosure Player openly shares difficulties A
player informs club welfare officer about identity loss after retirement Medical Reports Injury or mental health
diagnosis communicated Club’s medical team sends letter recommending psychological support post-injury
Attendance Patterns Persistent absences linked to health or adjustment issues Player misses training sessions due
to mental health decline Third-party Support External bodies notify employer of ongoing support needs PFA
caseworker shares player’s post-retirement challenges with club outreach coordinator

Identity Shift After Elite Sport: The Invisible Burden
The athlete’s identity is often tightly woven into their sporting role. This creates an invisible burden when
retirement forces an identity shift. Many players, previously defined by their speed, strength, and skill, suddenly
face a vacuum.

This isn’t just a personal issue; it affects employability, confidence, and mental health—areas where the employer's
duty under Acas and the Equality Act kicks in. Reasonable adjustments might include tailored retraining programs
or flexible work arrangements.

However, for an employer to provide this support, they must know about the identity and adjustment challenges
the player faces.

Career Pathways and Entry Costs: Barriers Beyond Talent
Elite athletes often desire post-retirement careers outside sport—coaching, media, business—but face many entry
costs:

Financial strain from course fees or certifications

Need for flexible schedules to train or study

Gaps in formal education that require retraining

Employers linked to football clubs or alumni networks can play a vital role by offering career pathways, subsidies,
and mentoring. The PFA, for example, focuses heavily on education initiatives precisely because planning ahead



prevents the shock later.

But only when employers have knowledge of these needs can they act.

Retraining Before Retirement: Planning Ahead to Avoid Crisis
One key recommendation from both the PFA and Arsenal’s alumni network is retraining before retirement.
Transition programs and educational efforts integrated into the academy system can smooth the eventual shift.

For employers and clubs, this means engaging players early about career planning and providing tailored
education support. This proactive approach not only satisfies Acas guidance about employer knowledge but also
lessens the likelihood that retirement shock will turn into workplace disability issues later.

Hosting regular career workshops during playing years

Connecting players with education bursaries and scholarships

Encouraging gradual role shifts within the club or wider industry

Summary – Bridging Rule and Reality
To circle back to the central question: How do you prove an employer knew? The answer lies in combining clear
documentation, communication channels, and active welfare practices. Tools such as the Arsenal alumni network
and the PFA’s education and player welfare schemes provide vital bridges between players and employers,
ensuring knowledge is present and documented.

For employers in the football world, assuming ignorance is no defense. With the Equality Act 2010 and Acas
guidance placing a duty only where knowledge exists, it is in everyone’s interest—player, employer, and
supporting bodies—to ensure knowledge is robust and acted upon.

Making reasonable adjustments, supporting identity shifts, offering retraining, and acknowledging retirement
shock requires concrete, documented awareness. The day-to-day checklists used by clubs, welfare officers, and
advisers must capture these long term anti inflammatory risks signals in clear, accessible form. I've seen this play
out countless times: wished they had known this beforehand.. Without this, well-meaning intentions can founder,
and players risk falling through systemic cracks.

Final Thoughts

As a writer with a decade’s experience covering academy football, player welfare, and education initiatives, I urge
clubs, associations, and employers to keep their weekly structure checklists sharp and their communication lines
open. Planning for retirement isn’t just about resilience; it’s about practical steps informed by knowledge—and
that knowledge must be proven, not assumed.
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